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Mountain Areas’ Trajectories of
Vulnerability Amidst Global Change
Dominique Baud and Anouk Bonnemains
1 How should we understand the different  ways in which global  changes are affecting
territories? And how can the dynamics that  form part  of  mountain areas’  long-term
evolution be made intelligible? The aim of this thematic issue of the Journal  of  Alpine
Research/Revue de géographie alpine, entitled “Mountain areas’ trajectories of vulnerability
amidst global change”, is to explore the territorial dynamics at the crossroads of societal
phenomena and climatic and environmental phenomena within a long time frame. Thus,
we propose a consideration of how areas are constructed and will do so by relying on the
notion of trajectories of vulnerability.
2 This issue strengthens the idea that areas’ vulnerability has to be studied by taking into
account the simultaneous evolutions that society and the environment have undergone.
Global changes are a perfect illustration of this and highlight the need to analyse the
current  territorial  dynamics  from  a  global  perspective.  Studying  them  allows  us  to
understand how societal, economic and environmental changes can alter mountain areas’
development models. Drawing on the notion of a trajectory makes it possible to point to
major trends in a system’s development since short-term responses to changes that may
be consequential in the future can increase the territory’s vulnerability in the long term.
The trajectory is a chain of processes constituting an evolution that is specific to each
territory and can take place in multiple time frames.  All  the time frames and actors
involved in these transformations have to be included in the concept of trajectories. The
possibility of illuminating points of rupture in the territorial dynamics, linked as much to
internal  shocks  (collapse  of  the  organisational  model,  resource  depletion,  natural
disasters etc.) as to shocks that are external to the territories (economic crisis, climate
change etc.), may also call their development models into question. In this sense, entire
sequences of mutations, transformations and bifurcations in the territorial trajectories
can be identified.
3 The trajectory gives a dynamic and temporal aspect to vulnerability, which cannot focus
solely on a particular moment in time. Here,  vulnerability is broadly considered as a
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product of the degree of exposure, of sensitivity (the totality of the factors that determine
a society’s involvement) and of the capacity to adapt to change (Smit & Wandel, 2006).
Thus, using the notion of trajectory permits us to highlight the transformation that the
vulnerability of territories is undergoing.
4 The articles included in this issue provide an overview of various mountain areas, from
Ecuador to France, Morocco and Eastern Europe (the Tatra Mountains). In each case, the
authors voluntarily  opted for  a  global  understanding of  territorial  dynamics and the
trajectory  of  a  territory’s  vulnerability  by  taking  into  considering  a  set  of  (socio-
economic, political, climatic and environmental) elements. How can these various data
points reconstruct the trajectories, and what are the issues it might raise?
5 First of all, Thomas Spiegelberger’s group article uses the chronosystemic frieze as an
intermediary tool of interdisciplinary knowledge to reconstruct territorial trajectories at the
intersection of human sciences and earth sciences. Basing their work on a case study of
the Quatre Montagnes area in the Vercors region, the group of researchers proposes a
methodology to monitor the trajectories of vulnerability of a space and its environmental
resources.
6 Christine  Bouisset,  Sylvie  Clarimont  and  Isabelle  Degrémont’s  article  focuses  on  the
representation of local actors amidst climate change, how it evolves over time and how it
can  modify  the  mountain  area’s  vulnerability  to  risk.  The  authors  also  analyse  how
perceptions related to climate change can influence adaptive capacities and increase the
particular areas’ vulnerability. In this way, the article shows how the actors’ relationship
to the environment influences territorial trajectories.
7 In Morocco, the massive planting of prickly pears in the Tazrout Valley spurred Majda
Mourou and her co-authors to examine the trajectory of vulnerability through the prism
of successive changes that the area’s agrarian systems and socio-economic organisation
have undergone. This article shows us that the development of an agrarian system, even
if it leads to a certain resilience with the return of an ecological balance, may intensify
social vulnerability. Indeed, following the choice of an agricultural specialisation geared
almost exclusively towards the prickly pear cactus, the area has experienced rising social
conflict  regarding land access  and the  distribution of  wealth. The authors  offer  two
possible scenarios, one of which combines the growing of the fig tree and the argan tree
and would help reduce the burden on the social dimension.
8 In their article, Nasser Rebaï and Julio A. Alvarado Vélez consider the impact of so-called
modernisation public policies in the primary sector on Ecuador’s Sierra region. Several
local spots are analysed and reveal that the policies have exacerbated this area’s social
and environmental vulnerability amidst global changes. The work involves identifying
these evolutions and showing how a series of events will increase territorial vulnerability.
9 Focusing on a shorter period of time than the previous work, Michel Lompeche’s study of
the Slovak side of the Tatra Mountains shows that an extreme event may be the starting
point for analysing a trajectory of vulnerability.  The author examines the interaction
between a particularly significant political evolution for this area (peak and downfall of
the  socialist  regime)  and  an  environmental  evolution  that  makes  it  possible  to
reconstitute the trajectory of vulnerability of these “pocket Alps”.
10 Finally, the analysis of trajectories of vulnerability also makes it possible to consider a
prospective dimension,  as  demonstrated by Jon Marco Church’s  article  analysing the
Ardennes  forest  massif’s  governance  system  by  probing  transformational  research
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methods  in  the  field  of  sustainability.  After  highlighting  the  area’s  primary
vulnerabilities,  the  author  proceeds  to  build  forward-looking  strategies  and  identify
adaptations of the governance system in relation to climate change to move towards
greater sustainability.
11 These different articles show that an analysis using vulnerability trajectories produces a
particularly effective reading grid to identify territorial dynamics in the light of global
changes. The importance of this concept lies mainly in its ability to integrate the different
dimensions of territorial transformations into a systemic and global way of thinking that
links together several spatial scales.
12 The analysis of the trajectories of vulnerability makes it possible to give some thought to
the decision-makers by identifying the catalysts of the territory’s transformations and
the factors increasing (socio-economic and environmental) vulnerabilities. From there, in
the search for alternatives to the current functioning of territories, prospective scenarios
can be imagined to put in place a locally anchored adaptation to the global changes.
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